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The Childcare Concerns of 
Employed Mothers of Color 
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U n i versity of Wisco n s i n-Madison 
When employed mothers of  color transfer the care of 
their children to childcare providers, their needs and 
concerns reflect their status as members of historically 
subordinated racial ethnic groups in the United States. 
This paper introduces two new concepts--racial safety 
and cultural maintenance--to show how racial ethnic 
group membership and traditional cultural practices and 
values are critical concerns that influence the decisions 
and choices that employed mothers of color make about 
who will provide care for their children in their absence. 
This analysis is based on in-depth interviews with Mexi­
can American, African American and Guamanian Ameri­
can employed mothers of infants, toddlers, and pre­
school-aged children. 
Introduction 
In the 1 930s , doctors p rofessed a s i ng le  model  of i nfant care 
that was p romoted as superior  to t rad i t ional  ethn ic  i nfant care p ract ices . 1 
A s i m i lar  movement is cu rrent ly takin g  p lace today i n  the 1 990s i n  the 
f ie ld of  paid ch i ldcare services. Ch i ldcare advocates a re p ress i n g  fo r 
the p rofess ional izat ion of ch i ldcare work and the p ract ice of a s i ng le  
mode l  o f  deve lopmenta l ly  appropriate care. U nder ly ing  th is  p roposal i s  
the assumpt ion that ch i ld  reari ng  can  be stripped of  cu ltu ra l  va lues and 
pract ices, and that the type of  care a ch i l d  rece ives can be offered i nde­
pendent of the soc ia l  and cu ltu ra l  locat ion of the ch i ld 's fam i l y. 
Th is model ignores how membersh ip  i n  h istor ica l ly  subord i nated 
rac ia l  eth n ic g roups creates a d iffe rent exper ience for people of co lor  
than exper ienced by the Wh ite popu lat ion .  C h i ldcare research has iden­
t i f ied systematic d ifferences i n  p references by  socioeconomic and rac ia l  
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eth n ic  g roups .  One d ifference f requent ly noted is that Af r ican American 
pare nts,  specif ical ly, and low i ncome parents, general ly, v iew ch i ldcare 
as an  educat iona l  sett i ng  more so than do Wh ite parents.  Wh ite par­
ents,  espec ia l ly  m idd le  c lass ones, a re more l i kely to view ch i ldcare as 
an opportun ity for the i r  ch i l d ren  to have social i nteract ions with othe r  
ch i l d ren .2 Afr ican American parents express a g reater p reference for 
ch i ldcare that provides st ructu red academic p rograms for p reschool aged 
ch i l d re n ,  whereas midd le  c lass Wh ite parents prefer loosely structu red 
act iv it ies that expose thei r ch i l d ren to d iffe rent concepts th roug h  p lay. 
Th is  h i gh  val uat ion of educat ion is rooted i n  be l iefs that early educat ion 
w i l l  p repare ch i l d ren  for k indergarten and create a st ronger  foundat ion 
for soc ia l  mobi l ity th rough education .3 Afr ican Ame rican parents are 
also more l i ke ly to advocate the use of authoritar ian d isc i p l i n i ng  sty les 
such as p�sical  pun ishment and authoritarian commands by ch i ld care 
p roviders.  I n  contrast , Wh ite parents are less l i ke ly to support the use 
of corpora l  pun i shme nt i n  daycare , even though they may p rivate ly use 
these methods at home. 
One study found that Af r ican Amer ican parents expected the 
daycare center's staff to be aware of and sens it ive to rac ia l  issues and 
objected when the daycare cente r's p rog ramming v io lated th is  expecta­
t ion . 5 In another  study, Ch i nese Amer ican parents expressed concern 
about the conf l ict i ng  messages ch i ld ren get when what is taught at home 
d iffe rs f rom what is taught at  the i r  daycares,6 such as d iffe r i ng  be l iefs 
about how to add ress e lders and eat ing  p ract ices (e . g .  whether p icki ng  
up  a bowl and  eat ing  f rom i t  is  acceptable) . These concerns are i mpor­
tant to take i nto account because early ch i ldhood ed ucat ion research 
has shown that p resentat ions of posit ive ethn ic  images are important in  
the formu lat ion of  ch i l d ren 's  self- images and fo r the t ransmiss ions of  
cu l tu ra l  val ues .7 Yet ,  when ch i ldcare advocates propose a s ing le model  
of deve lopmental ly appropriate ch i ldcare, they ig nore the s i gn if icance of 
membersh ip  i n  a h istorica l ly  subord inated rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup  and CU l ­
tu ra l  va lues i n  how ch i ldcare arrangements are chosen .  
Racial g roup membersh ip  and cultural practices are important 
because they create a lens, or  h istorical consciousness, through which 
ch i ld  care is assessed.  H istorical consciousness, accord ing  to poet and 
scholar Jan ice Gou ld ,8 is  the awareness of one's h istorical identity. In her 
d iscussion of Nat ive American women ,  Gould states that h istorical con­
sciousness is the h istorical awareness of 500 years of i nternal colon ia l ism 
and genocide.  Although ind iv idual Native American women come from 
many d ifferent tr ibes and lead very d ifferent l ives , Gould argues that the ir  
h istorical consciousness i nforms how ind ividual women l ive the ir  l ives out 
on a dai ly basis .  Their  h istorical consciousness reflects the i r  social h isto­
ries as members of part icu lar gender, race, ethn ic, and c lass g roups. 
H istor ical consciousness of thei r status as members of h i stor i ­
cal ly subord i nated rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups i nforms the types of concerns 
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employed mothers of color have about leavi ng the i r  ch i l d ren i n  other  
people's care. I n  th is  art ic le ,  I exp lore two express ions of  th is  h i stor ical 
consc iousness i n  emp loyed mothers '  v iews of the i r ch i ldcare arrange­
ments :  rac ia l  safety and cu ltu ra l  maintenance. The int roduct ion of two 
concepts is central  to u nderstand i n g  why parents of co lo r  seek out 
ch i ldcare p rov iders who are members of the i r  own rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup 
and how they v iew ch i ld  care p rovided by persons who do not share 
the i r  rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup membersh ip  and/o r knowledge of the i r rac ia l  
eth n ic  h istor ies.  Fu rthermore ,  th is  a rt ic le not on ly  ident i f ies ch i ldcare 
problems re lated to overt forms of rac ism ,  but a lso d i scusses the p rob­
lems that occur  when wel l - i ntent ioned Wh ite ch i ldcare p roviders lack the 
cu l tura l  competency to care for ch i l d ren of d ifferent rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups .  
Methods 
This paper is based on  i nterviews with f ifteen  women of co lor  (7 
Mexican American , 7 Afr ican America n ,  and 1 G uamanian American) .  
The analys is  p resented i n  th is  paper is  part of a larger  research p roject 
that examined how emp loyed mothers of i nfants , todd lers ,  and p re­
school-aged ch i l d ren made, mainta ined ,  and changed the i r  ch i ldcare 
arrangements . I n -depth i nterv iews were conducted with 32 employed 
mothers in a Northern Cal iforn ian county du ring  the period of 1 990- 1 992.  
Because th is  study was explo rato ry, I used max imum variat ion sam­
p l i ng  to ensure i nc lus ion of a d ive rs ity of exper iences . Th is samp l i ng  
method was used to  locate the  sample because un l i ke snowbal l  sam­
p l ing which somet imes produces a t ight ly networked and homogeneous 
sample ,  maximum variat ion samp l i ng  i nte rrupts the soc ia l  l i n ks between 
respondents and the researcher, and d ivers if ies the sample on several 
d ifferent facto rs . I n  th is  study, mother 's ethn ic ity, occupat ion ,  and type 
of ch i ld  care were the th ree c rite r ia pu rposefu l ly d ive rs if ied . This sam­
p l ing pract ice resu lts i n  an analys i s  that represents a b road range of  
exper iences, rather  then one that is  l im ited to a homogeneous sample .  
Most mothers were i nterv iewed on ly  once and i nte rv iews lasted f rom 2-
6 hours .  Every interv iew began by aski ng  the emp loyed mothers about 
the h i sto ry of the i r  ch i ld care arrangements. Du ri ng  the f i rst wave of 
i nterv iew ing ,  mothers we re encou raged to tal k  about any issues that 
came to m ind .  I n  the second wave,  i n-depth p rob i ng  focused on  th ree 
topics:  the mean i ng  of ch i ldcare ,  concerns about the i r  c u rrent s i tuat ions ,  
and the i r  re lat ionsh ips w i th  the i r  ch i ldcare p rov iders .  I n  the f i na l  wave of 
in terv iew ing ,  employed mothers were a lso asked to respond to my de­
velop ing  ana lyses .  I analyzed data as an ongo ing p rocess ,  and new 
i nformat ion was constantly compared wi th  p revious interv iews to push 
for the development o f  categories and explanations that genera l ized from 
the synthes is of several i nd iv idua l  experiences . 
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Accord i ng  to the 1 990 U .S .  Census ,  the Northern Cal i fo rn ia  
county i n  wh ich  th is  study was conducted was 85% White ,  1 0% H is ­
pan ic ,  4% As ian  American and less  than 1% B lack. 9 The ch i ldcare 
economy of th is  cou nty i s  o rgan ized around two sectors : the formal sec­
tor composed of l icensed fami ly  daycares and non-profit (not chu rch­
based)  and federa l ly funded ch i ld  care centers, and the i nformal secto r 
composed of an underg round economy of care p rovided by re lat ives 
and un l icensed i nd iv idua l  careg ivers ,  i nc lud ing  a labor pool of Mexican 
and South American imm ig rant women .  The div is ion of the ch i ldcare 
economy i nto two secto rs , a formal and an u nderg round one ,  is a com­
mon characte rist ic nat ionwide. 1 0 
The ava i lab i l ity of a labor pool of low paid ,  women of co lor  i s  
a lso typ ical ; i n  other  parts o f  t he  country these women wou ld  more l i ke ly  
be Afr ican American .  However, the extremely smal l  popu lat ion of  Afr i ­
can Amer icans i n  th is  county ( less than 3 ,000) l i m ited the ava i lab i l ity of 
Afr ican American ch i ldcare p rov iders and African American mothers re­
ported g reat d iff icu lty i n  locat i ng  same race prov iders .  I n  contrast, due  
to the s izable popu lat ion o f  Mexican Amer icans, Centra l  and South 
Amer ican imm ig rants in th is  county, Mexican American mothers ,  l i ke 
Wh ite mothe rs ,  had less d iff icu lty locat ing a pool of p rovide rs of the i r  
same rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup .  
The Concern for Racial Safety 
Accord i ng  to Harr iette P ipes McAdoo, "the 'extreme'  d iff icu l t ies 
wh ich Wh ite society imposes on  B lack people by denying their  ident i ty, 
the i r  values ,  and the i r  economic opportu n it ies are not u n usua l  o r  ex­
treme but 'mundane, '  da i ly  p ressures for B lacks . " 1 1  McAdoo compares 
l i v ing  with rac ism to l i v ing  in a harsh physical envi ronment .  In o rder  to 
s urvive,  h isto rical ly  subord inated rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups have to adapt the i r  
cu l tu res and mater ia l  and  socia l  structu ral arrangements to  accom mo­
date the dai ly pervasiveness of th is harsh  env i ronment .  McAdoo iden­
t i f ied how rac ism affects job opportun it ies,  hous ing ,  and hea l th  care fo r 
Afr ican Amer icans,  and we know that these condit ions a re a lso i mposed 
upon other h istorical ly subord inated racia l  ethn ic g roups,  such as Lat inos ,  
As ian Amer icans ,  and Native Americans. 1 2  
Awareness of rac ism i n  U .S .  society was a common topic when 
mothers of  co lor  ta lked about  the i r ch i ldcare arrangements.  Because of  
the i r  own experiences wi th  rac ism,  they were concerned about  how the i r  
ch i ldren wou ld b e  treated when t h e  ch i ldcare providers were Wh ite . Often 
t imes ,  mothers d iscove red these p roblems only after ther: establ ished 
ch i ldcare arrangements. For example ,  G lor ia Thomas, 3 an Afr ican 
American waitress and mother  of two ch i ld ren ,  obse rved behaviors that 
she def i ned as rac ist .  G lor ia sa id :  
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I don 't know if she was used to [B lack peop le ] .  I t h i nk  
she was k ind o f  narrow m i nded.  I d id n't  fee l  comfort-
able, me be ing B lack. [And] she looked l i ke she put 
more energy i nto the White k ids than the Black kids. I 
t h i nk  she fe lt that I was on to her, because she  said i n  a 
coup le  days , or actua l ly I sa id , "th i s  i sn 't go ing  to work, " 
and she p retty much knew also that it wasn 't go ing  to 
work. 1 4  
G lo ria  expected Wh ite ch i ldcare p roviders to have knowledge of how to 
negot iate c ross-rac ia l  i nteract ions .  She sa id :  
I f  you are dea l ing  with my k ids ,  I hope you do have some 
cu l tural  sk i l l s .  I don 't l i ke p rej ud iceness at al l  . . .  You have 
to be not dumb .  Some wh ite people can be rea l ly stu­
pid. They say the stup idest th ings .  
When it was c lear  that ch i ldcare p rov iders l acked these sk i l l s ,  mothers 
removed the i r  ch i ld ren from the ch i ldcare sett i ng .  Frances Trudeau , an 
Afr ican American lawyer and the mother of two ch i ld re n ,  responded th is  
way when the teachers and ad min i st rato rs at  her  f ive yea r  o ld son 's 
p reschool-e lementary school fa i led to acknowledge and add ress that 
the name cal l i ng  and chas ing  of Afr ican American ch i l d re n  was rac ism.  
When she and other  parents spoke to  the d i rector, they were to ld  that 
the school cou ld not develop a pol icy to add ress these p roblems be­
cause fami l ies came from so many d iffe rent wal ks of l ife and the school 
d id  not want to te l l  people how to behave . This response red uced cross­
rac ia l  i nteract ions to ind iv idual  i nte ract ions and persona l  d i sagreements 
and fa i led to acknowledge the more systemic  natu re of rac ism.  Mothers 
of co lor  found th is  k ind of response i nadequate and f rustrat i ng  because 
they are aware of the pervas iveness of the p rob lem of rac ism.  Because 
they know rac ism's regu larity, commonness ,  and reoccu rre nce, they do 
not def ine unp leasant cross-rac ia l  i nteract ions as occasiona l ,  i nd iv idua l  
d i sagreements,  even i n  ch i ldcare sett i ngs .  
The mothers of co lo r  a lso  exper ienced rac ism when they used 
p redominant ly Wh ite ch i ldcare sett i ngs .  G lor ia  Thomas descr ibed one 
such enco u nter :  
This one woman was pretty annoy in g .  She asked me 
th is  q uest ion and to th is  day I st i l l  want to ask her  what 
did she mean by i t .  She sa id ,  "Oh ,  are you a s i ng le  
parent?" And I sa id ,  "Yes." And she  goes ,  "Oh ,  do  you 
l i ve a round here?" And I sa id , "Yes ,  I l i ve r ig ht a ro u nd 
the corne r." You could te l l  her  m ind  was [th i n ki ng ] ,  "She 
goes to th is  daycare? She 's a s ing le parent ,  B lack, 
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and she  l i ves up  here.  How can she affo rd i t?" I t 's 
rea l ly we i rd .  
O n e  o f  t h e  strateg ies that the mothers deve loped t o  p rotect the i r  
ch i l d ren f rom rac ism was to  f ind ch i ld  care with in  the i r  own racia l  ethn ic  
commun it ies .  The  use  o f  k in  and commun ity networks p rotected the  
ch i l d ren  and the  mothers f rom hav ing  to  deal with cross- rac ia l  in terac­
t ions .  When mothers of color were able to make ch i ldcare arrange­
ments with ch i ldcare p rov iders of  the i r same rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup ,  the 
concerns about racia l  safety and cu l tura l  maintenance were e l im i nated .  
Yet ,  care wit h i n  one's rac ia l  eth n ic commun ity d id  not  guarantee a f i t  
between the va lues and ch i ld reari ng  p ract ices of  mothers and ch i ldcare 
p rov iders .  Often t imes ,  mothers had several re latives and acq uai ntan­
ces f rom wh ich to choose. When th is  was the  case ,  the mothers care­
f u l ly d iscr im inated between their  choices based on what they cons id­
e red to be a good env i ronment and good care. After assu ri ng  the i r  ch i ld 's 
rac ia l  safety and exposure to t radi t ional  cu ltu ra l  p ract ices and va lues ,  
they i nvoked addi t ional  c riter ia to dec ide wh ich ch i ldcare sett i ng  was the 
best .  Sylv ia Rodr ig uez,  an off ice manager and the mother  of two ch i l ­
d re n ,  chose her  cous i n  over her  s ister- in - law. She expla ined :  
I t  depends on  who the re latives are .  L ike for examp le ,  
you know, f i nanc ia l ly  [my husband's s ister] cou ld have 
used watch [ ing  for pay] my son and my daughter at her  
house .  She's real good about feed ing  them and th ings  
l i ke that .  B ut she has a lo t  o f  marital p rob lems that I 
wou ldn 't want my k ids to be around ,  watch ing  the a rgu ­
ments and f i ghts .  I know they use  bad language and  
that's another th i ng  I don ' t  l i ke .  
L i ke Sy lv ia ,  Lupe Gonzalez,  an adm in istrative assistant and the mother  
of  an  e leven month o ld ,  was d iscr im inat ing  i n  terms of  which re lat ive she 
chose to watch her  young  baby. She had two opt ions :  an e lde rly g rand­
mother  and an aunt  who was the same age as herself .  She was p leased 
that her aunt was avai lab le to care for the baby, although she wou ld 
have left he r  baby i n  her  g randmother's care i f  necessary, but her  g rand­
mother  was e lderly and was a l ready watch ing  several other  g randch i l ­
d re n .  Because o f  her  g randmother's age ,  Lupe  fe lt that she wou ld  not 
be as attent ive or  as physica l ly  able to p ick up her baby. The advantage 
of care by the aunt was that her  i nfant son wou ld also be the on ly ch i ld 
for whom the aunt  p rovided care .  
Al thoug h  G lor ia Thomas had  left a White ch i ldcare p rov ider  be­
cause she fe l t  the White p rovider  was unable to negot iate the c ross­
rac ia l  i nte ract ions ,  she found that s imply f i nd ing  an Afr ican American 
ch i ldcare p rov ider  did not necessar i ly create satisfactory ch i ldcare ar-
48 
Vila I-Racial Safety 
rangements. G lo ria had found a fami ly  daycare run by an Afr ican Amer i ­
can woman ,  yet  other factors p revented her  f rom fee l i ng  comfortab le 
wi th th is  arrangement .  G lo ria's v iews were i nfo rmed by B lack nat iona l ­
ism as we l l  as the hea l th foods movement .  She expressed the pol i t ical 
posit ion that she would not h i re a Lat ino imm ig rant because that re­
sembled the rac ia l  exp lo itat ion of Afr ican Americans, and she also re­
jected h igh  fat and h igh  sugar cooking  in favor of low fat and low sugar  
o rgan ic  foods. She ta lked wi th  the Afr ican American ch i l dcare p rov ider 
about what k inds of  foods were provided at  the daycare and she ex­
pressed her p reference that her ch i l d ren be p rovided with fresh j u ices 
instead of sodas or  d ri n ks with sugar  in them .  In sp ite of this i n it ia l  
d iscussion ,  i t  was not  unusual  for G lo ria  to come to p ick up  her  k ids and 
f ind them dr ink ing  sugar d rinks .  G lo ria def ined what her  ch i ldcare p ro­
v ider was doing as an African Amer ican cu l tu ra l  p ract ice : 
B lack people are raised d ifferent where they can eat 
the fr ied foods whatever. But I j ust wasn' t  t ry ing  to act 
l i ke my k ids were specia l . I was main ly  just concerned 
about the i r  nutr i t ion ,  but it wasn't  l i ke I was act i ng  they 
were more special . I was just do ing  i t  because I d idn ' t  
want them to eat any sugar. 
Unhealthy food was a p iece of her  cu l tura l  heritage that she d id  not want 
to cont i nue to p ract ice. 
S im i la rly, G loria and her p rov ider had d isag reements about what 
were appropr iate d isc ip l i n i ng  p ract ices. G lo ria ta lked with her  p rov ider  
about  these issues ,  but fe lt that  her  p references were not va l idated by 
the ch i ldcare p rov ider. She said : 
We l l ,  I d id ,  I sa id ,  " I  don ' t  be l i eve i n  h itt i ng ." And she 
said , "What do you mean by h i tt i ng?"  I sa id ,  "j ust swat­
t i ng ," and she sa id ,  "I do, you know, a s lap on the hand ." 
And I said , "p retty much even that I don' t  want ."  But I 
cou ld feel l i ke that she d idn ' t  want to hear that .  
S i nce G lor ia also wanted someth ing  d iffe rent than what she perceived 
as t rad i t ional  Afr ican American ch i l d rear i ng  p ract ices,  she moved her  
ch i l d ren i nto a daycare center where she was the o n ly Afr ican American 
parent ,  as we l l  as of the lowest socioeconomic status and backg round ,  
and one o f  on ly  two s i ng le  parents . She often found  herself  i rritated with 
what she perceived as a Wh ite sty le of i nte ract ion ,  yet, she felt the so­
cia l ,  educational , and env i ronmental advantages of the daycare cente r 
outwe ighed the need to have her ch i ld  cared for by her  p rev ious Afr ican 
American ch i l dcare p rov ider. 
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Young mothers often opposed some of the trad it ional  ch i ld  rear ing 
p ract ices used by the o lder  and more trad it ional women i n  the i r  commu­
n i t ies .  Fo r examp le ,  Mar ia He rnandez, a Mexican American off ice man­
ager  and the mother  of  a fou r  year o ld boy, expressed d issatisfact ion 
wi th  the care p rovided by her  Mexican American mothe r- i n - law. She 
said : 
I don 't rea l ly l i ke the idea of them be ing ye l led at or  
spanked . I t h i nk  if there is a behav ior  prob lem,  they 
shou ld  be ab le to te l l  [the parents] and for us to deal  
with i t .  Lucki ly, I have been i n  the s ituat ion where my 
kid i s  p retty mel low, but I 've seen her spank ing her  other  
g randch i l d ren . I wou ld n ' t  l i ke that .  
Occas iona l ly, Mar ia  wou ld  cons ider  moving her  ch i l d  to  a daycare cen­
ter. Yet ,  when Maria weighed out  a l l  facto rs ( i . e .  conven ience,  locat ion ,  
f lex ib i l i ty, cost, q ual ity o f  care, be ing with i n  the  fami ly  fo r ch i l d  care ) ,  she 
decided that th is  care by her mother- in - law was the best cho ice ,  i n  sp ite 
of the d i ffe rences about d isc ip l i n i ng  p ract ices. 
One of the formal sources of ch i ldcare refe rra ls  was th rough  the 
Cou nty's ch i ldcare referral service. This service p rovided refe rra ls  to 
l icensed daycare centers, fami ly daycares,  and un l icensed i nd iv idua l  
careg ivers. However, g iven the structure of  the ch i ldcare market i nto 
i nformal and formal secto rs , and the racia l  demograph ics of the reg ion ,  
the refe rral se rvice was not  often he lpfu l for Af rican Ame rican and Mex i ­
can American mothers .  Even though the service was p rovided i n  both 
Eng l ish and Span ish ,  several Mexican American mothers commented 
that the service was not a good source for Lat ino p roviders .  One Mex i ­
can American mother  poi nted out that when she v is ited the refe rra ls  
g iven to her  by the County's refe rral service, she saw on ly Wh ite ch i ldcare 
p rov iders and ve ry few non-Wh ite racia l  ethn ic  ch i ld ren i n  the i r  care.  
Mexican Ame rican emp loyed mothers reported that they had g reate r 
success locat i ng  Lat ino caregivers through i nformal sou rces , such as 
personal  refe rra ls  and Span ish rad io ads. Thus ,  Mexican Ame r ican 
mothers often tu rned to the i r  socia l  and commun ity-based networks to 
locate ch i ld care i nstead of us ing the ch i ldcare refe rral se rvice. Afr ican 
American mothers i n  th is study found it d i ff icu l t  to locate Afr ican Ameri ­
can ch i ldcare p roviders i n  eithe r the formal or  i nformal secto r of the 
ch i ldcare market. 
Another  cons iderat ion was that s i mply bei ng  of the same race 
d id not guarantee rac ia l  safety. G lor ia fe lt that her  Af r ican Ame rican 
ch i ldcare p rov ider was uncomfortable with the fact that her ch i l d ren 's 
father was White. Be ing b i rac ia l  located her ch i ld ren i n  a d iffe rent cat­
egory of race than be ing  labeled as s i mply "B lack." S im i la rly, other moth­
ers found that the i r searches for chi ld care were compl icated by havi ng 
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m ixed race ch i l d ren .  Ju l i e  Lopez descr ibed how her  backg round com­
p l icated what she look for i n  ch i ldcare: 
I 'm b i l i ngua l ,  but I 'm not b icu ltu ra l .  My  father  was B lack,  
my mother  was Wh ite , my h usband is  M exican .  My 
ch i ld  i s  hal f  Mexican ,  Ch icano. My g randparents a re 
Jewish .  We had a l l  these d ifferent  types of people a l l  
there and I p icked parts o f  d i ffe rent  cu l tu res . . .  My ch i l d  
is  go ing  to  ge t  a d iffe rent concept o f  d i ffe rent peop le .  
S i nce with in -g roup care was p rob lemat ic ,  anothe r  strategy that 
the mothers used to p rotect the i r  ch i l d ren  and themse lves against rac­
ism was to choose ch i ldcare sett ings that were mu lt i rac ia l .  Frances 
Trudeau sa id :  
Whenever we look at p laces for the k ids ,  we a lways 
look at what's the number of m inority k ids ,  specif ica l ly 
b lack k ids but also minori t ies .  We're a lso Jewish so 
what's the make-up in  terms of Jews . . .  [He's go i ng] to 
be spend ing  most of h is  day with these people,  what do 
they be l ieve in? What is  it that he 's gonna get e i ther  
subt le o r  not  so subt le i n  terms of the i r  teach i ngs? 
Severa l  of the midd le class , p redom inant ly Wh ite daycares had 
made a formal commitment to d iversify the ethn i c  composit ion of the i r  
staff and fam i l ies they served ,  as  we l l  as to  deve lop a mu lt icu l tura l  cu r­
r icu l um .  They offered fu l l  scholarsh ips  to ch i l d ren  of co lor  i n  o rder  to 
d ive rs ify the race and ethn ic it ies of the ch i l d re n  i n  the i r  care. Yet ,  even 
when the daycare center had a forma l commitment to m u lt icu l tural i sm,  
ch i ldcare p rov iders '  behaviors and att i tudes often demonst rated a lack 
of cu l tural competency that resu lted i n  rac ia l ly  u nsafe env i ron ments for 
ch i l d ren of color and the i r  mothers .  
Racist encounters ranged f rom outr ight  host i le  re lat ions with 
ch i ldcare staff and other  parents at the daycare to i ncompetent i nterac­
t ions with we l l - i ntent ioned Wh ite ch i ldcare prov iders who lack  exper i ­
ence with car ing fo r ch i ld ren of color and negot iat i ng  cross-cu l tura l  i n ­
te ract ions .  Au rora Garc ia ,  a Mexican American mother, exp la ined how 
this happens :  
They' re a l l  Wh ite, and they come f ro m  that perspective . 
. . And they have b l i nd spots. I don 't know how e lse to 
put i t .  They ' re coming from the i r  perspectives and the i r  
real ity, the i r  experiences, a n d  s o  t o  change that,  you 
have to ask them to. You have to he lp  them do i t ,  too. 
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And i ndeed , one of the consequences of be i ng  a parent of a ch i l d  of 
co lor  in a majo rity Wh ite daycare was the increased need for parental 
i nvo lvement .  Au rora negot iated her ch i ld 's  rac ia l  safety by becoming ,  
i nfo rmal ly, t he  daycare cente r's mul t icu l tural  consu ltant .  She i nte rvened 
when the staff at her daughter's daycare center d id  not i nterrupt behav­
ior that was rac ist and stereotyp ical , such as when a Wh ite ch i l d  p re­
tended to be an I nd ian and came to school stereotypical ly d ressed i n  
feathers a n d  headbands , wie ld i ng  a toy tomahawk,  a n d  whoop ing  war 
cr ies.  F i rst ,  she b rought to the i r awareness that certa i n  behavio rs and 
practices were racist and ste reotyp ical . In the case of the Wh ite boy 
who came to school d ressed as a stereotypical Amer ican I nd ian ,  she 
to ld them that she objected to the ch i ld 's p ract ice as we l l  as the staff 's 
encou ragement of it by paint ing ste reotypical I nd ian war pai nt on  h im .  
When  t he  daycare center was respons ive to  her  concerns and asked 
her to work with them on i t ,  she ta lked to the ch i l d re n  and staff , and 
recommended mu lt icu ltu ra l  read ings .  
Au rora acknowledged the daycare staff 's effort to improve them­
selves, bu t  a t  the  same t ime she was aware o f  the c ross-cu lt u ral  gaffes 
that were a regu lar  part of tak ing her  ch i ld  to a p redom inant ly Wh ite 
daycare cente r. She sa id :  
They are very act ively t ry ing to deal w i th  some of  these 
issues,  and to me that fe l t  good , cu l tural ly, you know. 
They made some boo-boos. [L ike] at one po int one of 
these teachers was tal k ing to one of the [Lat i no] k ids i n  
Span ish ,  a n d  s h e  said , "She's b i l i ngua l ,  r ight?" [The ch i ld  
wasn' t . ]  Then you have to decode what  you a re and 
[ let  them know that] not a l l  Ch icanos speak Span ish . 
So ,  on  one leve l ,  it was l i ke you could ig nore i t .  But  I 
had to ta l k  to her and exp la in  who I am ,  and th is  has 
been my experience,  and people assume that if you ' re 
a part icu lar  ethn ic ity then you ' re go ing to do what they 
perceive are the ste reotyp ical th ings  of that ethn ic ity. 
Because of the i r awareness of rac ism i n  U .S .  society, mothers 
of co lor  were acutely aware of whether the i r  ch i l d ren would be rac ia l ly  
safe i n  the i r  ch i ldcare sett i ngs .  When one is  a member of a h isto rica l ly  
s u bo rd i nated rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup ,  f i nd i ng  ch i l d  care that  p rovides ch i l ­
d ren  wi th  rac ia l  safety is  an important concern .  Yet ,  the search is  com­
p l icated by othe r rac ia l/ethn ic factors than s i mply what is  the ch i ld 's race 
or ethn ic  g roup .  
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The Search for Cu ltural  Mai ntenance 
Many of the mothers expressed i nterest i n  ch i l d  care by rac ia l ly  
and ethn ica l ly s i m i lar  careg ivers .  For some, th is  was motivated by the 
desi re to p rotect the i r  ch i l d ren and create a rac ia l ly safe s i tuat ion .  For 
others ,  i t was an exp l ic i t  strategy to ensure that the i r  ch i l d ren would 
learn about their cu ltu ra l  he ritage and h isto ries .  Many of the  mothers 
had been young ad u lts at a t ime i n  h istory when rac ia l  eth n ic  g roups 
began to take pr ide i n  c la i m ing  the i r cu l tura l  h i stor ies and formed nat ion­
a l ist movements. P rior  to the 1 960s , h istorical ly  subord inated rac ia l  ethn ic 
g roups were expected to soc ia l ize the i r  ch i l d ren to the domi nant Ang lo 
Saxon P rotestant va l ues that underg i rd U .S .  society. As far back as the 
1 920s, ch i ld  care services were used to "American ize" imm ig rant ch i l ­
d ren and the i r  parents . 1 5  Mothers o f  co lo r  were aware o f  these h istor i­
cal b iases and pu rposefu l ly sought out cu l tu ra l ly  s im i la r  p rov iders be­
cause they saw ch i l d  care as a s ite that wou ld  in f luence the i r ch i l d ren 's 
understand ings of the i r  cu ltu ra l  heritages .  
Several Mexican American mothers sought Span ish-speak ing  
Mex ican/Mexican Ame rican careg ivers for th is  reason .  For example ,  
when E lena Romero, a Mexican American n utr it ion ist ,  f i rst needed ch i ld  
care ,  she used th is  strategy and found a Span ish-speaki ng  p rov ider 
through a refe rral from her  husband's off ice.  She sa id :  
We found out about th is  [fami ly] day care that was run 
by a p reschool teacher that had dec ided to open up  her  
own day care .  And she was Ch icana and . . .  1 rea l ly 
wanted h i m  to know Span ish .  S i nce b i rth I had [ta l ked] 
to h i m  [ in Span ish] . . .  Anyway, so I went to th is day care 
and I rea l ly  was impressed with the daycare center  
because . . .  she was real ly organ ized . . .  and I l i ked her  rig ht 
away, yo u k n ow.  T h e n  s h e  h a d  l i ke s e n o ra s , 
mexicanas . . .  come i n  and cook for her and l i ke they would 
make a b ig  0 1 '  pot of a lbond igas . . .  a meatba l l  soup,  you 
know. So l i ke they wou ld  make rea l ly  good Mexican 
food . 
S im i la rly, Au rora Garc ia  said : 
I was hop ing  that ,  g iven that my ch i l d  wou ld be i n  the 
household for a s i gn if icant number of hours d u ri n g  the 
day, that there be some [ethn ic] s im i lar ity, you know. 
Not that I 'm  t rad it ional , I don't consider myself  trad it iona l ,  
bu t  those val ues I wanted,  k ind o f  imp lanted , you know, 
issues of d isc ip l i ne ,  you know, be i n g  real ly car i ng  and 
n u rtu ri ng  and her  be ing  fam i l i a r  w i th  Span ish . 
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I n  describ ing what she looked for i n  ch i ld care ,  Ju l ie  Lopez , an 
African American mother  whose ex-husband and stepfather are Lat ino,  
sa id :  
There 's a cu l tura l  th ing . . .  one of the th i ngs for me,  and 
our  fami ly, i t  has been rea l ly  important to have [my ch i ld]  
i n  a b i l i ngua l  p lace where she can s i t  down with other  
k ids  and speak Span ish  and have a teacher that speaks 
Span ish .  They s i t  down at l unch and they speak Span­
ish together. And the writ i ng  they do is  both i n  Eng l i sh  
and  Span ish and the p ictu res on  the  wal ls  and  stuff, 
because that cu l tura l  th i ng  to me is real ly i mportant . . .  I ' m  
always more comfortab le i f  they' re b icu l tural a s  we l l ,  
versus just b e i n g  b i l i ngua l .  
Thus ,  the i r  concerns we re no t  s imply about language sk i l l s  and types of 
food that the i r ch i l d ren  would be eat i ng ,  but also add ressed a b roader  
understand i ng  that shared cu l tural p ract ices were express ions of shared 
cu l tu ra l  va lues .  
Another issue that confronted th is  g roup of  mothers of  co lor  was 
whether to foste r cu ltu ra l  maintenance and rac ia l  safety at the cost of 
m idd le  c lass opportun it ies .  In part icu lar, mothers who had been ra ised 
worki ng  c lass and were now middle c lass g rappled with th is  p rob lem.  
When Au ro ra Garc ia switched her  daughte r f rom a fami ly  daycare home 
w i th  a Mexican Ame rican careg iver to  a predominant ly Wh ite daycare 
center, she fe lt l i ke she had to make compromises. She said : 
I ' m  not gett i ng  the idea l .  I can't f ind the ideal . . .  there a re 
very few ch i l d ren  of co lor there .  I t h i nk  d ivers ity to them 
is  Jewish .  That's be i n g  d iverse cu ltu ra l ly  . . .  1 mean , the 
ideal  to me would be that she be i n  a school  whe re she 
wou ld be learn i ng  Span ish ,  she wou ld be learn i ng  those 
th ings  . . .  And that's a t radeoff fo r me r ight now . . .  1 th i nk  of 
al l  the sk i l l s  she's learn i ng  r ight now, but there's a cu l ­
tu ra l  context to  them that wou ld  be n ice to have . 
Au ro ra acknowledged that because she used a predominant ly Wh ite 
daycare center, she was rais ing  her ch i ld i n  a Wh ite envi ron ment .  How­
ever, she poi nted out that her daughter was exposed to t rad i t ional  cu l ­
tu ra l  values because o f  who her  parents are. She said ,  " I 'm  very much 
entrenched i n  who I am and what my cu l tural values are and my exper i­
ence,  and my partner i s  in h i s ." S im i lar ly, Elena Romero reconc i led 
herself  to the fact that her  ch i l d ren  wou ld  learn about the i r  cu l ture and 
h i story at home. She said :  
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[ M y  h us b a n d  a n d  I ]  a re both  rea l  p ro u d  of  b e i n g  
Mexicanos, Ch icanos, you know. A n d  we're both con-
stantly i nvo lved i n  the Movement k ind of th ings .  And 
we both have f r iends who are b i l i ngua l  and that have 
kids, and, you know, our fam i l ies .  I f  we have a b i rthday, 
we have a p inata and and a l l  that stuff . So we decided , 
wel l ,  that they wou ld  get it f rom us .  
Yet Au ro ra and E lena both rea l ized that p lac ing ch i l d ren  i n  Wh ite 
daycares removed them from be ing fu l l y  immersed in the i r  t rad i t ional  
ethn ic  commun ity. Au rora said :  
I t 's  the same for a ch i l d .  I mean ,  i t  rea l ly  is  how you 
p lay, who you p lay with , what you p lay. I t 's what you 
eat , it's how people t reat you ,  what they say to you . . .  [Her  
teachers] are go ing  to p resent i t  f rom a wh ite perspec­
t ive because they don' t  have b i l i ngua l  teachers .  They 
don 't have Afr ican American teachers .  So for me,  it 's a 
t rade off. 
C learly, choos ing  to move outs ide of one 's cu l tu re i nto a p redominant ly 
Wh ite daycare is not an easy decis ion .  When they made the dec is ion to 
p lace the i r  ch i ld ren in p redominant ly Wh ite daycares ,  they cont i nued to 
be confl icted about not be ing able to f i nd  a daycare for the i r  ch i l d ren  that 
cou ld p rovide cu l tura l  maintenance and exposu re to t rad i t iona l  cu lt u ra l  
p ract ices and val ues.  Although on the su rface it  may appear that moth­
ers of co lor who p lace the i r  ch i l d ren  i n  p redomi nant ly Wh ite daycare 
sett ings are reject i ng  the i r  own cu ltu ra l  p ract ices and tu rn ing  the i r  backs 
on the i r  rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup ,  th is  was not the case. They were h i gh ly 
se lf-conscious that the i r  ch i l d ren 's ch i l d  care was not fu l f i l l i n g  one of 
the i r  major  criter ia fo r the i r  ch i ldcare a rrangements .  By p rovid i ng  the i r 
ch i l d ren with the socia l  opportun it ies and formal educat ion wh ich they 
had come to expect fo r any we l l -educated ch i l d  of the m idd le  c lass ,  they 
had to work harder  at home to ensure their  ch i l d ren  learned about the i r  
cu l tu res and  h istor ies . Fu rthermore ,  by p lac i ng  themse lves i n  p redomi ­
nant ly Wh ite sett i ngs ,  they more f requent ly e ncountered rac ism and , 
more f requent ly and at a younger  age,  had to exp la in  to the i r you n g  
ch i l d ren about race re lat ions with Wh ite society a n d  h o w  t o  nav igate 
them.  
Both of  these concerns--rac ia l  safety and cu l tu ra l  mai ntenance­
- ref lect how membersh ip  in speci f ic rac ia l  ethn ic  g roups i nf l uence v iews 
of what constitutes appropr iate careg iv i n g .  The concern of mothe rs of 
co lor  for racia l  safety add resses the i r awareness that the i r  ch i l d re n  can 
be ta rgets of rac ism by a society that has h istor ica l ly  deval ued the i r  
rac ia l  ethn ic  group. T h e  concern for cu l tu ra l  ma intenance ref lects the i r  
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p reference to reta i n  and/or  ret rieve t rad i t ional  cu ltu ra l  p ract ices and val ­
ues .  They recogn ize that ch i ldcare arrangements are an important s ite 
that se rves as a source of what the i r  ch i l d ren  learn about the i r  cu l tu ra l  
p ractices and develop a h istor ical consc iousness.  
Concl usion 
Mothe rs '  concerns about  rac ia l  safety and cu ltu ra l  mai ntenance 
cal l  i nto question the cu rrent socia l  construct ion of the profess ional  model 
of developmental ly appropr iate chi ld care as cu l tura l ly neutra l .  The v iews 
of the mothers in th is  study do not ref lect rig id  adherence to t rad i t ional  
cu l tu ral p ract ices , but rather a recogn it ion of the s ign if icance of rac ism 
i n  U . S .  society and the i r des i re to have cu lt u ra l  learn i ng  be part of the 
ch i l dcare cu rricu l um .  F i rst ,  they a re concerned whether  the careg ivers 
a re competent to negot iate cross-rac ia l  and cross-ethn ic  soc ia l  re lat ions ,  
and whethe r the i r ch i l d ren  wi l l  be t reated with the same respect and 
posi t ive assumpt ions made of Wh ite ch i l d ren .  I n  short ,  they worr ied 
about the i r  ch i ld ren 's  rac ia l  safety. Second ,  they are concerned about 
whether  the i nterpersonal i nteract ions and formal and i nformal cu rricu­
lum of  the ch i ldcare sett i ng  supports and val idates the cu l tura l  h i stor ies 
and p ract ices of the i r  rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup .  This concern is beyond overt 
or subt le forms of rac ism,  but a lso add resses the quest ion of whether  
careg ivers a re cu l tura l ly competent to posit ively educate ch i l d re n  about 
the i r  t rad i t ional  cu ltu res and pract ices.  
These two concerns--racia l  safety and cu l tural maintenance-­
mark an important d ist i nct ion between rac ia l  status ,  i . e .  membersh ip  in 
a g roup on the basis of one's appearance,  and ethn ic  cu l tura l  val ues ,  
i . e .  p ract ices which are i mpo rtant because of how one was ra ised and 
hopes to raise one's ch i ld ren .  Another  i mpo rtant po int is  that wh i le ra­
c ia l  status may be ass igned onto the mother  or ch i l d ,  eth n ic  cu l tu ra l  
val ues may be shed or  rec la imed,  as was the case of Aurora Garc ia ,  
who wanted her ch i ld to learn Span ish as part o f  knowing her t rad i t iona l  
he r i tage, even though Au rora herself  had not been raised that way. 
It is of no su rpr ise that race status and ethn ic/cu l tural va lues a re 
important c ri ter ia that shape mothers of co lor's v iews of the i r  ch i l dcare 
arrangements . Hard ly any rea lm of soc ia l  l i fe i n  the U . S .  is not i nf l u ­
enced i n  some way by rac ia l  eth n ic  strat i f icat ion and rac ism.  The ex ist­
ence of these d i lemmas in ch i ldcare cho ices is  another example of how 
people of color experience the m u ndane ext reme env i ronment of rac­
i sm .  
Even ch i ld  care is  i nf luenced by the social  o rgan izat ion o f  race 
in the U .S . 1 6  In some reg ions of the country, such as where where th is  
study was cond ucted , some fam i l ies are forced to go outs ide of the i r 
own racia l  ethn ic  g roup for ch i ldcare e i ther  because the rac ia l  demo­
g raph ics d id  not support same race ch i ld care ,  o r  because the conf lat ion 
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of c lass and eth n ic ity make midd le c lass pare nts of co lor i ne l i g ib le fo r 
ch i ldcare with the i r  own rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup .  Because ch i ldcare is a 
rac ia l ly  and c lass seg regated system ,  a range of cho ices i n  types of 
ch i l d  care fo r parents of color is l i m ited . Th is  is espec ia l ly  true for par­
ents of color who want alternat ive p ract ices and/or have been economi­
cal ly upward ly  mob i le ,  yet des i re the i r  ch i l d ren  to be cared fo r by mem­
bers of  the i r  own rac ia l  ethn ic  g roup.  Mothers of co lor  often must choose 
between  ch i ldcare sett i ngs  that p rov ide cu l tu ra l  learn ing  without the 
midd le c lass opportun it ies and those that p rovide midd le  c lass ed uca­
t iona l  opportu n it ies without the cu ltu ral learn i n g .  C lea rly, race and cu l ­
tu re have great s i gn if icance when mothe rs eva luate the qua l ity of  the i r  
ch i ldcare arrangements and  choices. Th is  study points ou t  the need to 
t ra i n  ch i ldcare p roviders ,  especia l ly  Wh ite careg ivers, how to effect ive ly 
negot iate cross-rac ia l  i nteract ions and to know about spec i f ic  cu l tural 
p ract ices.  
Conce rns about rac ia l  safety and cu l tu ra l  mai ntenance make 
reduc ing ch i l d  care to a s i ng le un iversal model  of deve lopmental ly ap­
propr iate care p rob lemat ic .  Parents w i l l  res ist th is model i f i t  is  not put 
i nto p ract ice in a way that is sens it ive to how rac ia l  eth n ic  g roup mem­
bersh ip  and trad i t ional  cu l tural p ract ices and va l ues are i mportant d i ­
mensions of the ch i ldcare experience fo r pare nts of h i sto rica l ly  rac ia l ly  
subord inated g roups .  Fu rthermore ,  an  important part of a ch i l d  of  color's  
soc ia l izat ion in U . S .  society depends upon learn i n g  to negot iate one's 
way i n  a society that i s  rac ia l ly  strat i f ied . Th is  socia l izat ion takes p lace 
a l l  the t ime ,  and needs to be taken i nto accou nt especia l ly in ch i ldcare 
sett ings where today's ch i l d ren are spend ing  much of the i r t ime .  
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